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U.S. Special Operations Forces (SOF): Background and Issues for Congress 



Summary 

Special Operations Forces (SOF) play a significant role in U.S. military operations and, in recent 
years, have been given greater responsibility for planning and conducting worldwide 
counterterrorism operations. U.S. Special Operations Command (USSOCOM) has about 66,000 
Active Duty, National Guard, and reserve personnel from all four services and Department of 
Defense (DOD) civilians assigned to its headquarters, its four Service component commands, and 
eight sub-unified commands. 

In 2013, based on a request from USSOCOM (with the concurrence of Geographic and 
Functional Combatant Commanders and the Military Service Chiefs and Secretaries), the 
Secretary of Defense assigned command of the Theater Special Operations Commands (TSOCs) 
to USSOCOM. USSOCOM now has the responsibility to organize, train, and equip TSOCs. 

While USSOCOM is now responsible for the organizing, training, and equipping of TSOCs, the 
Geographic Combatant Commands will continue to have operational control over the TSOCs. 
Because the TSOCs are now classified as sub-unified commands, the Services are responsible to 
provide non-SOF support to the TSOCs in the same manner in which they provided support to the 
Geographic Combatant Command headquarters. 

The current Unified Command Plan (UCP) stipulates USSOCOM responsibility for 
synchronizing planning for global operations to combat terrorist networks. This limits its ability 
to conduct activities designed to deter emerging threats, build relationships with foreign 
militaries, and potentially develop greater access to foreign militaries. USSOCOM is proposing 
changes that would, in addition to current responsibilities, include the responsibility for 
synchronizing the planning, coordination, deployment, and, when directed, the employment of 
special operations forces globally and will do so with the approval of the Geographic Combatant 
Commanders, the Services and, as directed, appropriate U.S. government agencies. Further, the 
proposed changes would give broader responsibility to USSOCOM beyond counterterrorism 
activities, to include activities against other threat networks. 

USSOCOM’s FY2016 budget request was $10,547 billion. This includes both the Base Budget 
and Overseas Contingency Operation (OCO) funding. 

A potential issue for Congress is the potential effects of sequestration (P.L. 112-25) on service- 
provided enabling forces. This report will be updated. 
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Background 

Overview 

Special Operations are military operations requiring unique modes of employment, tactical 
techniques, equipment, and training often conducted in hostile, denied, or politically sensitive 
environments and characterized by one or more of the following: time sensitive, clandestine, low 
visibility, conducted with and/or through indigenous forces, requiring regional expertise, and/or a 
high degree of risk. Special Operations Forces (SOF) are those active and reserve component 
forces of the services designated by the Secretary of Defense and specifically organized, trained, 
and equipped to conduct and support special operations. The U.S. Special Operations Command 
(USSOCOM), headquartered at MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, FL, is a functional combatant 
command responsible for training, doctrine, and equipping for all U.S. SOF units. 



Command Structures and Components 

In 1986, Congress, concerned about the status of SOF within overall U.S. defense planning, 
passed legislation (P.L. 99-661) to strengthen special operations’ position within the defense 
community and to strengthen interoperability among the branches of U.S. SOF. These actions 
included the establishment of USSOCOM as a new unified command. USSOCOM currently 
consists of approximately 2,500 military and Department of Defense (DOD) civilians (not 
including government contractors). 1 As stipulated by U.S.C. Title X, Section 167, the commander 
of USSOCOM is a four-star officer who may be from any military service. U.S. Army General 
Joseph Votel is the current USSOCOM Commander. The USSOCOM Commander reports 
directly to the Secretary of Defense. The Assistant Secretary of Defense for Special Operations 
and Low Intensity Conflict (ASD/SOLIC), a member of the Office of the Secretary of Defense 
for Policy (OSD-P), provides civilian oversight over USSOCOM activities. The current 
ASD/SOLIC is Mr. Michael Lumpkin, a former Navy SEAL officer. 

USSOCOM currently has about 66,000 active duty, National Guard, and reserve personnel from 
all four services and DOD civilians assigned to its headquarters, its four components, and sub- 
unified commands. 2 USSOCOM’s components are the U.S. Army Special Operations Command 
(USASOC); the Naval Special Warfare Command (NAVSPECWARCOM); the Air Force Special 
Operations Command (AFSOC); and the Marine Corps Special Operations Command 
(MARSOC). The Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) is a USSOCOM sub-unified 
command. 

Theater Special Operations Commands (TSOCs) 

Theater-level command and control responsibilities are vested in Theater Special Operations 
Commands (TSOCs). TSOCs are sub-unified commands under their respective Geographic 
Combatant Commanders (GCCs). TSOCs are special operational headquarters elements designed 

1 Joint Publication 3.05, Doctrine for Special Operations, July 16, 2014; http://www.dtic.inil/doctrine/new_pubs/ 
jp3_05.pdf. 

2 Information in this section, unless otherwise noted is taken from “U.S. Special Operations Command Factbook 2015” 
USSOCOM Public Affairs, 2015. 
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